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This Thesis answers the question: "Within the Symbolic
lnteractionist paradigm, how might 'social environments' be
.integrated to create a more complete and informed perspective?"
It deals with the clarification of "social environment" as a
sociological concept as well as integrating it into the Symbolic
Interactionist paradigm. Previously ignored within the scope of
the Symbolic Interactionist perspective, this thesis studies the
relationship between the social environment one occupies the
roles they play, the identities they create and how they interact
within society. One's identity is constructed not only by the
roles they play but also by the social environments they are
played within. Society is composed of several environments,
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each defining and redefining their portion of the fabric of social
reality until collectively they are able to affect the whole. By
understanding the integral nature of environment within society
and thereby individual and group identity, it is possible to more
accurately understand how these social elements are created
and recreated over time.
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INTRODUCTION

Within the symbolic interactionist perspective a number of
omissions exist with regard to the formation of identity and the
relation between society and social roles. One omission is that
environment is ignored within the study of the formation of identity
and its' association to society. It is vital that this omission be
corrected if a more accurate understanding of the process by which
identity is to be formed and redefined.
Environment has all but been ignored within the Symbolic
Interactionist and broader sociological discourse. Though attention is
placed upon the creation and redefinition of roles, the setting in which
role-players interact has apparently been left out. Several other
disciplines have given the concept of environment a cursory
examination, but the discipline that would benefit most from further
investigation is the one discipline that has almost completely ignored
it - sociology.
Similarly, as the notion of environment has been ignored, so too
has its relation within the process of status acquisition, especially
within complex societies. One's status - their position within society suggested to be a reflection of the roles one plays. However, shquld
the issue of environment be included within this relationship, it is
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possible to observe how the acquisition of status and the formation of
identity is not only based upon one's roles but also upon the
environments in which those roles are played.
If we are to more accurately understand the relationship

between identity and society, we must begin to turn our attention to
the previously ignored issue of environment. By understanding
environments and their integral position in the development of
identity in society a more accurate model might be created and the
process by which identity is formed and redefined further be made
clear.
Greater attention must also be paid to the formation of identity
within the Symbolic Interactionist paradigm. A closer examination of
environments should provide a more clear relationship between the
individual, the roles they play and the society in which they interact.
This analysis should also reveal the complexity of the construction of
identity. The greater the number the environments one would interact
within, and thereby the greater the number of roles one plays within
those environments, the complexity of the formation and reformation
of one's identity would presumably increase. The relationship between
identity and environment must be understood if the Symbolic
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Interactionist perspective is to be more accurately utilized within
sociology.
Also, this investigation looks at the environmental boundary
maintenance that occurs within society. As environments are defined
within the social space of a society and boundaries are established to
define the limitations of those environments, the social process that
maintains those boundaries is referred to as a rite of passage. Rites of
passage, as they maintain the boundaries that surround the
interaction in environments, can significantly alter one's identity as
they mark a change in the environments one may interact within. As
one successfully completes a rite of passage and is thereby enabled to
interact within particular environments, their identities are altered
due to the fact that they will interact with new and different roles and
are subsequently exposed to new interpretations of reality.
It is the purpose of this thesis to examine the issue of
environment and its relationship to the formation of identity. This
thesis will also address the connection between society and the roles
that comprise it as well as how this connection can be affected by the
complexity of society. Additionally, this thesis examines how the
boundaries that separate environments are traversed by either a rite
of passage or, should the boundaries be devalued a simple social
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transition. In the course of this thesis, the difference between a rite of
passage and a social transition of environment lies in the symbolic
essence of the act. Rites of passage are a symbolic transition between
socially recognized environments, whereas those non-symbolic
passages have no prescribed socially defined meaning. As societies
become increasingly complex the importance of environments is made
clear in understanding how the individual is able to interact within
society.
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CHAPTER ONE

The human world is a social world. Society is a component of
that social world created by individuals that share the same concepts
of reality, defined boundaries, and similar values and norms. These
social components are expressed, created, and recreated through
human interaction and transmitted through the process of
socialization. Society, however, is much more than a collection of
similarly minded individuals. Society must be bound together through
social bonds that are built upon the sharing of similar sets of social
definitions and perpetuated by continually reemphasizing those
definitions. Arguably, society is held together through the social
bonds that are created by ongoing social (or symbolic) interaction
whereby acceptable social boundaries, norms and values and
definitions of reality are constantly being created and redefined.
Social interaction is a combination of several elements within
the society and individual. If we look at the individual level of social
interaction, we see that one's social identity; the roles one occupies as
well as their personal concepts of reality are built and rebuilt on a
daily basis. As one's own personal reality is created and recreated, so
too is the reality of the groups one interacts within defined and
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redefined. If we look at the societal level, we see how social groups
that share a similar sense of social identity and a collective definition
of reality that is perpetuated within their members. These social
groups will affect society as they interact with other groups. It is
through the lens of symbolic that we begin to see how reality is
created and maintained by society.
In this chapter attention will be drawn to the formation of
Symbolic Interaction and the contributions of Herbert Blumer and the
Chicago School. 1 This chapter will also look at the formation of reality
and its' continually changing nature within society as well as the
importance of socially determined meaning. Additionally, this thesis
will be discussing the concepts of shared and empirical reality, how
individuals define themselves by human interaction and how shared
reality is a binding element within society and how empirical reality
exists outside human interaction and provides a solid base to anchor
society. Finally, I will be discussing the concepts of boundaries and
social identity and the pluralistic nature of social roles. This section
will also discuss how one's roles affect one's perception of reality as
reflected by the use of language and social definition.

1 The bulk of this discussion is based on the world of Hubert Blumer (1969) and
Joel Charon (1996).
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SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM

The history of the study of Symbolic Interaction can be traced
back through George Herbert Mead and his work with the concept of
"self', though this treatise will focus on the work of one of his
students, Herbert Blumer. Blumer, who coined the term Symbolic

Interaction, (1969) was interested in investigating the various
elements of human interaction and their relation to the formation of
reality as well as other issues relating to human interaction. By
reviewing the work of Blumer and those who followed him, it is
possible to understand how the perspective of symbolic interaction
has developed into a theoretical tool by which we might study the
formation, transmission and recreation of reality.
To begin with, it is necessary to review a few basic concepts to
understand what we will be looking at within this chapter; symbolic
interactionism, symbol, defining the situation, socialization, as well as
primary and secondary socialization. While examining Blumer's work
one finds his interpretation of symbolic interaction rests on three
premises.
The first premise is that human beings act toward things
on the basis of the meaning that the things have for
them. The second premise is that the meaning of such
things is derived from, or arises out of the social
interaction that one has with one' s fellows. The third
premise is that these meanings are handled in, and
9

modified through, an interpretative process used by the
person in dealing with the things he encounters (Blumer:
1969, pg. 2).

These statements represent the focus of symbolic interactionism. To
summarize, Symbolic Interactionism assumes that human beings act
towards things based on meaning that are derived from and modified
by social interaction.
Human interaction, Blumer writes, is mediated by the use of
symbols, by interpretation, or by ascertaining the meaning of one
another's action (Blumer: 1969, pg. 79). This would suggest that
symbols are integral to social interaction. Without the commonly
defined symbols that one uses to express meaning, individuals would
be unable to understand the actions of another. He continues to
suggest that "human society is to be seen as consisting of acting
people, and the life of the society is to be seen as consisting of their
actions" (Blumer: 1969, pg. 85). This would suggest that society is
continually active and repeatedly being redefined. The action within
society is performed by what Blumer referred to as 'acting units'. "The
acting units may be separate individuals, collectives, whose members
are acting together on a common quest, or organizations acting on
behalf of a constituency'' (Blumer: 1969, pg. 85). Lastly, Blumer sees
meaning within Symbolic Interactionism as "social products, as
10

creations that are formed in and through the defining activities of
people as they interact" (Blumer: 1969, pg. 5).
If we look at the work of Joel Charon, a writer using Symbolic
Interactionism, we find that he defines symbolic interactionism as:
the study of human beings interacting symbolically with
one another and with themselves, and in the process of
that symbolic interaction making decisions and directing
their streams of action (Charon: 1995, pg. 148).
As we speak of symbolic interaction we are actually speaking of social
action. "Almost all social action is symbolic to some extent" (Charon:
1995, pg. 146). Additionally, Charon argues that social interaction is
simply mutual social action that involves symbolic communication
and interpretation of one another's acts (Charon: 1995, pg. 163). But
what is symbolic communication?
A symbol, Shibutani says, is "any object, mode of conduct, or
word toward which (people) act as if it were something else"
(Shibutani: 1961, pg. 121). This statement would turn us towards the
importance of meaning. What does that symbol mean to us? Within
our society there are innumerable signs and symbols that constantly
surround individuals, each with their own particular meaning that we
must learn to understand over time.
The process by which individuals are taught the various
meanings of signs and symbols within a society is, in part, the
11

process of socialization. Socialization, as Berger and Luckman write,
is "the comprehensive and consistent induction of an individual into
the objective world of a society or sector of it" (Berger & Luckman:
1967, pg. 130). Primary socialization, they continue, is "the first
socialization an individual undergoes in childhood, though which he
becomes a member of society" (Berger & Luckman: 1967, pg. 130).
One's immediate family often initiates this state of the socialization.
Meaning, then, is initially transmitted through the process of primary
socialization but is refined through subsequent social interaction.
Secondary socialization, consequently, is the acquisition of rolespecific knowledge (Berger & Luckman: 1967, pg. 138). The
knowledge of roles may take the form of the characteristics and
responsibilities that make up those roles one has been exposed to. As
one becomes a participant in society, one must begin to understand
the roles that comprise it. Berger and Luckman also suggest that
"Secondary socialization requires the acquisition of role-specific
vocabularies, which means, for one thing, the internalization of
semantic fields structuring routine interpretations and conduct within
an institutional area." (Berger & Luckman: 1967, pg. 138)
Socialization, therefore, is the process by which meaning is
transmitted within society but it is also the system that meaning is

12

redefined through the adoption of social roles. This will be discussed
later in the section that deals with social roles and the perception of
reality.
As individuals interact, they begin to share meaning utilizing
similar symbols with which to define their actions. This process of
sharing meaning through a system of familiar symbols is commonly
referred to as language. "Human interaction always involves behavior
in which individuals are taking account of each other" (Lauer &
Handel: 1977, pg. 61). This 'taking account of each other' can be
defined in terms as defining the situation.
Defining the situation is an integral component in Symbolic
Interactionism as is it the process by which individuals agree upon
what is real, true, and important within the course of their
interaction. "To define a situation is to represent it to the self
symbolically so that a response can be made" (Lauer & Handel: 1977,
pg. 84). To define a situation, that is to define the boundaries in
which the interaction might occur, is to acknowledge and in part
socially perpetuate a portion of society. As people socially interact
they acknowledge the definitions of particular roles and perpetuate
normative boundaries by continually reemphasizing them. As
individuals interact, they are not simply reacting to auditory and
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visual stimuli within the conversation, but are actually interpreting
the auditory and visual stimuli within the interaction. "The
individual's response in any particular situation is a function of how
he or she defines that situation, rather than how the situation is
objectively represented to him or her'' (Lauer & Handel: 1977, pg. 85).
Each person will define a situation slightly differently than
another and thereby respond to it differently. To see this we need only
look at the following example. If we assume that the death of an
individual is a social act, then each individual interpretation of that
death would represent how the individual defines the situation of that
death. Should an individual die, his wife will interpret the death
differently than his friend, for example.
Just as one defines a situation differently than another, so too
does one define reality differently as well. This next section will
address the concepts of reality, status, and identity. These three
issues are all socially defined characteristics that are continually in a
process of redefinition. It is these three issues, as well as others that
make up the collective social identifier known as 'society'.
REALITY, SOCIETY, STATUS AND IDENTITY

Reality. Within society, there exist two types of reality, the social
and the empirical. Just as social reality is a definition created and
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recreated by society, empirical reality exists outside of society's ability
to define it. Blumer suggests that (social) reality must be sought in
images or conceptions independent of the empirical world (Blumer:
1969, pg. 22). The empirical reality resists society's conception of it. It
defies the changing definition society attributes to it by remaining
unresponsive to the definition placed upon it.
Social reality, or the reality that is a product of society, is a
learned social definition. As mentioned previously, individuals must
learn what it means to be real through the process of socialization
and human interaction. 2 Socialization would then be the process by
which the knowledge of reality is learned. "Reality as a quality
appertaining to phenomena that we recognize as having a being
independent of our own volition, and to define 'knowledge' as the
certainty that phenomena are real and that they possess specific
characteristics" (Berger & Luckman: 1967, pg. 15).
Within this thesis, social reality is of main importance. Physical
or empirical reality is not a social definition but instead the context
around which social reality is defined. Physical objects exist
independent of society's definition, but how particular societies define

I would also point out that it is quite common for children to define reality in terms
of what they perceive to be real, such as comic books, television and stories.

2
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that object is in part is the basis by which societies identity
themselves. As the creation of social reality plays heavily within the
Symbolic Interactionist perspective, greater attention has been
afforded it within this discussion.
Social reality is an ever-changing social definition. If one simply
look to the process by which reality is initially transmitted through
primary socialization, one can see how the definition of reality would
differ with each subsequent generation. The reality of one's parents is
sure to be different from the reality of their parents as well as their
children. To explain such a disparity between generational reality we
can look again at the relation between reality and language.
"Language is a system of shared meanings and a form of human
behavior. It is therefore an overt expression of the attitudes of the
individual." (Lauer & Handel: 1977, pg.62) One's language is used as
a means by which reality is expressed and defined. As language
changes so then does one's perception of reality.
Reality and language can also be considered a boundary. It is
this concept of a social boundary that usually defines what makes up
a society. Though boundaries will be discussed later (See Chapter
Three), it is important to note that how one defines reality and is able
to express it (usually in terms of language) is usually how one
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separates oneself from others. Those who define reality and are able to
express that definition in similar terms are more likely to interact
more frequently than those who do not. However, as stated earlier, a
society is more than a collection of individuals who collectively define
a similar reality and interact within that reality.

Society. As Charon would say "A group or society, then, is made
up of social actors who act back and forth, and form their acts in
relation to one another'' (Charon: 1995, pg. 168). This would suggest
that a society is not simply not the collection of individuals but also
the relations created by individuals created through that interaction.
Society, then, is individuals interacting over time: acting with one
another in mind, adjusting their acts to one another as they go along,
symbolically communicating and interpreting one another's acts.
We must also note that societies are pluralistic. As Berger and
Luckman have written, "Most modern societies are pluralistic. This
means that they are have a shared core universe, taken for granted as
such, and different partial universes coexisting in a state of mutual
accommodations" (Berger & Luckman: 1967, pg. 125). An example of
a pluralistic society can easily be seen within the United States
especially within the various 'ethnic communities' that have
segregated themselves around the major cities such as New York, San
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Francisco and Chicago. "Little Italy", "Chinatown", "Little Havana" are
all examples of what Berger and Luckman would consider to be
"partial universes coexisting in a state of mutual accommodations"
(Berger & Luckman: 1967, pg. 125). A single society may not
dominate the country, but rather one sees a series of societies that
are held together through a common culture (see Appendix figure 1).

Status. It is important to make the distinction between status
and role. "Status refers to a structural position within the social
system, and role is what the actor does in such a position" (Ritzer:
1996, pg. 241). Roles and statuses are obviously related in that as one
plays social roles, they also achieve the status of these roles. Also, as
one changes the roles they play, their status would adjust to that
transition. One's status is also a reflection of one's identity in that
identity is how one participates in social life - or possibly plays their
roles.

Identity. As one defines their reality in terms of a given society,
they are also defining their sense of social identity. "Social identity
refers to a sense of self that is built up over time as the person
participates in social life and identifies with others." (Hewitt: 1994, pg.
112) One's identity is created through social interaction (Charon:
1995) This can be understood as we accept the notion that identity is
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both a reflection of one's personal definition of reality but also a
combination of the social roles one occupies. "Social identity ... (is) the
meanings individuals perceive that others attach to their particular
roles ... " (Silver: 1996, pg. 3) This would suggest that our identity is
created by the groups we interact within.
Like society, identity is also pluralistic. As Charon discusses, an
individual has several identities. "We actually have many identities,
some important one day, others important the next." (Charon: 1995,
pg. 156) This would suggest a connection between the roles one
occupies and the identities one possesses. If one assumes that one
can occupy the role of the teacher during the afternoon and then the
husband in the evening, one's identities would also change as a
reflection of the role shift that occurs in and out of school. If one's
identity is partially manifested within the roles that one plays and
that one may play several roles, then one would possess several
identities. Similarly, using Berger and Luckman's definition of a
pluralistic society, we might conclude that one's Core Universe is
their core identity; their central position within society. 3 Additionally,
their Partial Universes would be viewed as different aspects of their
identity that is manifested from time to time.
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Within this thesis, more attention is being placed on social role
than upon status because of its heavy influence by Symbolic
Interactionism. Within that perspective, the adoption and redefining of
one's roles is of key importance because it is through understanding
how roles affect our perception of reality that Symbolic Interactionism
attempts to explain or account for human behavior. To this end, I
mention the part of status within this thesis only partially and
concentrate upon the function of roles.
Within this section, status has only been discussed partially
due to the emphasis placed upon roles within the Symbolic
Interactionist perspective. Though status is an important issue to be
discussed when analyzing the formation of identity with other
perspectives, this treatise is heavily based within the Symbolic
Interactionism. The neglect of status within this integrated model is
not to discourage any investigation into the relation, though for the
purposes of this thesis greater attention will be focused on the
function of roles in environments.
As one begins to understand the basic elements within the
Symbolic Interactionist perspective - roles, identity, reality and society
- it is possible to then look at how these elements relate to one

3

One's central position within society is often referred to as one's Master Status.
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another. Within the next section, the relationship between social
roles and how individuals perceive reality will be investigated. Once
the component elements of the Symbolic Interactionist perspective
has been reviewed and the relationships between those elements
investigated, one might begin to understand how environments might
be better integrated within the paradigm.
SOCIAL ROLES AND THE PERCEPTION OF REALITY

Our lives can be defined by the roles that we occupy. Mother,
Wife, Teacher, Daughter, Athlete, Scholar and Musician. These are all
roles that one might occupy either individually or collectively. From
childhood, we are socialized to recognize the characteristics of a given
social role. As we mature both physically and socially, we learn the
definition of new roles, assume different roles over time as well as
altering the roles that we occupy over time.
To begin with, let us look at what a role is. "A role is defined as
a cluster of duties, rights, and obligations associated with a particular
social position" (Hewitt: 1994, pg. 82). The role of a teacher has the
responsibility to teach their students, the obligation to teach them
correctly and the duty to prepare them for a place within society as
well as the right to expect the associated status that is associated
with the role of being a teacher. Additionally, we see that individuals
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don't simply fit neatly into social roles but rather have to alter that
role to fit their own sense of reality.
We call this process, role making. "Role making is the process
wherein the person constructs activity in a situation so that it fits the
definition of the situation, is consonant with the person's own role,
and meshes with the activity of others" (Hewitt: 1994, pg. 86). We
might see such a process, as one takes on the 'teacher' role in a given
situation when the situation calls for a student-teacher relation. The
teacher creates a lesson to be learned within the social interaction
that fits within their other role of father and attempts to interweave it
with other activities as well. That is, when a father attempts to teach
his son by becoming the teacher during some social action such as
riding a bike, the teacher role acts in conjunction with the role of the
father in this situation. This pluralistic combination of roles functions
collectively within the social interaction of teaching the child to ride a
bike.
Similarly, the process by which one occupies the role of another
and looks at self and situation from that vantage point in order to
engage in role making is defined as role taking (Hewitt: 1994, pg. 87).
Role taking is integral to one's ability to socially interact. Only by
being able to perceive the responsibilities and characteristics of
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another role that one may or may not occupy and then utilize those
perceptions to view their social surroundings can one perceive the
roles they occupy fully. 4 Similarly, "Role-taking is the process of
anticipating the responses of others with whom one is involved in
social interaction" (Stryker: 1980, pg. 62).
One can clearly see how individuals might ask themselves how
someone who occupies a specific role might react to the interaction at
hand or type of interaction. Additionally, Lauer and Handel suggest
that "role taking is the basis for a society because cooperative
processes are necessary for the maintenance of an organized
community''. They continue to suggest that, "cooperative processes
can only occur to the extent that individual members are able to
apprehend the general attitude and, therefore, predict the behavior of
other members of the society'' (Lauer & Handel: 1977, pg. 61).
Without the ability to perceive roles other than those that one
possesses and interpret and predict how those roles will react to
social interaction there can be no social cohesion. If an individual is

4 Imagine if you will that one of the roles an individual occupies is a cardboard box.
Within the box, the individual might know every inch and discoloration but to truly
understand where the individual is, he must look outside and then to the outside of
the box that everyone else perceives.
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unable to perceive the characteristics of the role of a mother, then
how can that individual attempt to interact with that role?
Hewitt suggests that roles are not packages or lists of
mandatory behavior, but perspectives from which people construct
lines of conduct that fit the situation and the lines of conduct of
others (Hewitt: 1994, pg. 87). Should one not understand the
perspective of a 'mother' role, they would not then understand how to
interact with that role. "All human life involves role-taking, and
human society is only possible because of the role-taking capacity of
the individuals comprising society" (Lauer & Handel: 1977, pg. 61).
Roles are integral to the understanding of a social reality. Roles
are fundamentally a social creation, defined over time by those that
occupy them. What was a family fifty years ago is certainly different
than what is considered a family today or will be considered a family
fifty years in the future. Also, roles cannot function inside of a social
vacuum, they must have other roles with which to interact. "They
(roles) are social as well in the specific sense that one cannot use the
language of roles without at least implicit reference to counter-roles:
there can be no employer without employee, no mother without child,
no professor without student." (Stryker: 1980, pg. 58) Similarly, Lauer
and Handel suggested that "Roles can only be understood vis-a-vis
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other roles. The concept of 'role-set' has been created to describe this
phenomenon." (Lauer & Handel: 1977, pg. 78)
Berger and Luckman said it best when they stated: "The roles,
objectified linguistically, are an essential ingredient of the objectively
available world of any society. By playing roles, the individual
participates in a social world. By internalizing these roles, the same
world becomes subjectively real to him" (Berger & Luckman: 1967, pg.
74). Without roles to assist in social interaction and the formation of
society, the collective definition of reality would not be collective, nor
coherent or cohesive. Individuals would have their own perception of
reality but be unable to communicate it with others, as they would be
unable to interact socially.
SUMMARY

Symbolic Interactionism, termed by Herbert Blumer, has its

'

background rooted within the work on social interaction as found
within the classical writings of George Herbert Mead. Blumer's work
has been continued in the writings of others such as John P. Hewitt
and Joel M. Charon. Charon defined symbolic interactionism as "the
study of human beings interacting symbolically with one another and
with themselves and in the process of that symbolic interaction
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making decisions and directing their streams of action" (Charon:
1996, Pg. 148).
Social action is the process by which meaning is shared and the
situation, or reality, of that interaction is defined. Lauer and Handel
suggest that "as individuals respond in any situation it is a function
of how he or she defines that situation, rather than how the situation
is objectively represented to him or her" (Lauer and Handel: 1977, Pg.
85). This process of social definition leads us to the concept of a
socially defined reality.
Social reality is a social definition. Social reality is an everchanging set of meanings perpetuated by individual and group
interaction. Though social reality is a reflection of social interaction
there also exists what Blumer had referred to as an empirical reality
outside the influence of that interaction. Empirical reality will resist
society's conception of it and the change in definition that is imposed
upon it.
A social role is a cluster of duties, rights and obligations
associated with a particular social position, Hewitt says (Hewitt: 1994,
Pg. 82). He continues to argue that roles are not packages of
mandatory behaviors but perspectives to guide one through social
interaction. The characteristics of a particular role within society are a
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learned social definition. Through the process of role making and role
taking, an individual participates in the social world either by
perpetuating the definitions of those roles or altering them. Role
making, as defined by Hewitt, is the process wherein the individual
construct activity in a situation so that it fits the definition of the
situation, is consonant with the person's own role, and meshes with
the activity of others. Role taking, as described by Stryker, is the
process of anticipating the responses of others with whom one is
involved in social interaction.
As we have seen within this chapter, most of society is based
around similar definitions of reality as expressed within human
interaction. The roles one occupy as well as one's social identity is a
manifestation of one's perception of the shared social reality of
society. Roles and identities also alter one's perception of the reality
that binds society together.
As we examine the relation between social reality and the many
components that define and redefine it, we see how social
environments are created, their meanings defined and redefined. The
various roles that one occupies within society enable one to interact
within multiple perceptions of the same reality. Environments can
also share their own definition of reality. This environmental reality
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would then be partially based upon the collective realities of the roles
that comprise it.
By investigating the plural nature of social reality we might
begin to understand how social environments are an important but
misunderstood component of society and human interaction. Once it
is understood that human interaction within environments privies the
transition between sets of roles and identities, then rites of passage
can be more clearly understood.
Therefore, environments, as will be discussed further, can be
defined as components within the Symbolic Interactionist perspective.
These elements are created, defined and redefined through social
interaction, just as roles and one's identity. As the roles one plays are
redefined through social interaction, the environments those roles
interact within will also be redefined. This relation between role and
environment is expressed more completely within the following
chapter.

28

CHAPTER TWO

Within our ever-increasingly-complex society, various terms and
ideas are thrown into the language without proper definition. Though
the concept people are attempting to express might be fairly similar,
the actual usage can vary from discipline to discipline. This is the
problem presented to us when we attempt to examine the topic of
environments. Every discipline has its own view of how an
environment functions, how it fits within the structure of society (or
organizations) and how it should be referred to. Unfortunately, in the
past twenty years of the environmental era few disciplines have
shared the same view, each manipulating the definition to their own
specific needs.
Within this section of the thesis, we will be discussing the origin
of the of the term environments outside of its biological and botanical
orientation as well as its interdisciplinary use which as existed
without proper and adequate definition. This study will also discuss
the varied types of environments, ranging from the physical and
cultural to the technological and professional and their relation to
societal roles and the field of symbolic interactionism.
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By understanding how the concept of environments originated,
how it became utilized and defined by various disciplines, and what
the different types of environments are a more precise interpretation
of group interaction will be developed. As one investigates what makes
up an environment and its place within social interaction, we might
better understand the process by which individuals and groups
interact more accurately. To begin the analysis of environments and
their function within social interaction, we must first concern
ourselves with the use of environments within other disciplines if we
are to discern a useable, sociological definition. Once such a definition
has been determined, it will be possible to examine the various types
of environments that exist within society as well as how environments
fit within the parameters of social interaction.
AN ENVIRONMENT DEFINED

One of the main concerns when addressing the use and
meaning of environments is that the term has historically been used
in several disciplines, each altering their conception of its meaning to
their own need. This has caused great confusion within any study of
social environments and is at issue in this thesis. Before we are able
to look at how social environments affect the formation and definition
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of identity we must first operationally define a social environment in
sociological terms.
We find that much of the work on environments is from the
area of organizational research within a corporate setting. In John W.
Meyer and Richard Scott's book Organizational Environments, they
describe how in the early 1970's organizations were viewed as
structured in various ways to copy their technological environment,
adapted to the environment or ward off the environment. (Meyer and
Scott: 1983, Pg. 14) In many situations, the organizational
environment was defined in terms of corporate structures. "Every
organization exists in a specific physical, technological, cultural and
social environment to which it must adapt" (Scott, 1992: pg. 20). If
one were to assume that the 'business world' is a social environment
in which all organizations must interact both internally and
externally, then the interaction of organizations within this social
environment could be viewed as similar to the individual social
interaction one can observe within other social settings.
In addition to the corporate use of the environmental concept,
the field of education also began to adopt their own interpretation
within the early 1980's. Rudolph Moos, in his work Evaluating
Educational Environments, he suggests that "every social setting is
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organized around a set of goals that must be assessed to obtain a
complete picture of the environment" (Moos: 1979, pg. 266). This
would suggest that the educational environment is organized around
a set of goals; namely to properly prepare, train and teach students
how to adequately interact within a professional and technical
environment later in life. The organizational environment would then
be concerned with the goals of the company or corporation in which it
exists, and the technical environment would be focused on the
scientific aspects within a given company, corporation, or other social
group. These aspects can vary from business communications,
computer capabilities, to manufacturing.
If we were to take the initial concepts expressed within
organizational environments, namely the notion that the organization
adapts to the changing needs of the business world and attribute this
to the educational environment it would be possible to extrapolate a
plausible definition for a social environment. The needs and goals of
those settings in which they exist define the environments discussed
previously. The business environment would define its reality in terms
of financial stability and economic success. The educational
environment would define its reality in terms of teaching students
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properly. The educational environment can be described to adapt to
the changing needs of a social, technical and professional setting.
These environments would then influence the roles within them
towards the goals and needs of those environments. However, such a
broad definition of environment is not comprehensive enough for this
analysis. Consequently, we find that environments will continually
adapt to the changing society in which they exist. Just as roles are
redefined within a society through continual social interaction, so too
are environments redefined. The organizational environment of today
is not the organizational environment of thirty years ago.
Another way to examine social environments is to perceive them
as metaphors that are used to explain or convey the normative
standards within a particular set of roles. Morgan, who writes of
organizations and their use of metaphors, suggests "one of the main
strengths of the metaphor stems from the emphasis placed on
understanding relations between organizations and their
environments" (Morgan: 1997, pg. 67). He suggests that organization
can be compared to an organism within a particular environment. It
must respond to the changing nature of that environment if it wishes
to survive. He continues to suggest that an "organizational
environments can (also) be seen as being a product of human

33

creativity because they are made through the actions of the
individuals, groups, and organizations who populate them" (Morgan:
1997, pg. 69). Therefore, social interaction would create social
environments. Morgan cautions that as metaphors are used to
describe an environment, such as organisms, they are limiting when
they are used within a sociological context. He warns that the
metaphor for an environment may become the ideology of that
environment if given opportunity.
A classic example of the process, by which a metaphor may
become part of the environmental ideology, is found within the
corporate environment. The corporate environment is often defined as
functioning as a 'well oiled machine'. Over time, this metaphor was
used to demonstrate how the goals of the corporation were met and
became viewed as the dominant definition of how corporate operations
should be handled. In sociological terms, the metaphor became part of
the environment's reality as the members of that environment adopted
it. Just as Morgan warns that a metaphor can influence a social
environment, it can be argued that a metaphor is a symbol used
within social interaction. This symbol is then part of the interaction
that occurs among the roles found within a social environment.
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As previously mentioned, the notion of a social environment is
poorly defined within the available literature. Much of the research
that has been done in sociology or social psychology is usually based
within the organizational or corporate setting. Much of this discourse
is based upon the relationship between corporate organizations and
their physical or fiscal environments.
As stated earlier, most of the work on environment is based
upon the needs and goals within them. The roles within environments
are directed towards meeting the needs and accomplishing the goals
of those environments. Again, as stated earlier, this explanation of
environment is far too restrictive to be used within this research. A
more comprehensive approach is needed when attempting to discuss
the placement of environment within the Symbolic Interactionist
paradigm. Within this. thesis we will be using Lindesmith's definition
of environment which encompasses the symbolic nature of a social
environment as well as the importance of goals and needs, as
Lindesmith writes:
The (human) environment.. .includes the symbols by means of
which humans name, classify and form conceptions of things as
well as of the world of ideas and values. These symbols are
products of group living. They reflect the fact that the members
of groups in the process of intercommunication and adaptation
- devise linguistic schemes for classifying, describing, and
responding to persons, objects and evens. (Lendesmith, et al:
1975, pg. 85)
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This definition allows a more all-encompassing perspective whereby
symbols and human interaction are taken into account. This
definition lends itself to a Symbolic Interactionist perspective that is
at the core of this treatise.
Now that the definition of environment has been determined, it
is possible to look at the various types of environments that exist
within a given society. As we look at the different sets of environments
that can be collectively referred to as environmental archetypes, it is
possible to examine how environments are a vital component within
society.
TYPES OF ENVIRONMENT

As the above definition states, environments are social in
nature. Environments are mediums which groups and individuals
utilize to define their reality and their positions within society, they
have an inherently social component that can not be ignored. An
environment in which there is no social interaction is not a social
environment. A non-social environment would be the bio-geographical
setting that is an empirical but not social reality.
To begin the discussion of the types of environments, one is
urged to look an environment that is most often interacted within in a
given society, the physical environment. The physical environment in
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which we live can be described as the immediate geographical
surroundings that one interacts within: a building, a university, an
office, or a home. The physical environment is one of the more
immutable environmental archetypes in that our perceptions of reality
are often based upon it, rather than it being based upon our
perception of our reality. A building is an object. It has size, mass,
shape, and form that individuals must recognize as part of their
reality or suffer from bumping into it as they fail to recognize it's place
within their social reality. Though an individual may define the
building object differently within their social reality than another
individual, both will acknowledge its' existence. In this manner, social
reality acknowledges the physical reality if only minimally.
Just as bio-geographical environments can exist within a wide
range of different situations, so too can the social environments that
are at issue within this thesis. To continue the comparison between
the geographical environments and the social, we see that
environments are categorized according to various criteria. Social
environments, similarly, can also be categorized by associated criteria
into what might be considered environmental archetypes.
To clarify, let us look at archetypes more closely. Archetypes
can be defined as "structures of thought and experience, perhaps
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embodied in the structure of the psyche or inherited experience, that
lead us to mold our understanding of our world in a patterned way"
(Morgan: 1997, pg. 239). Much of the research into archetypes was
developed in the work of psychologist Carl Jung and has had major
influence within the study of how people enact organizational reality.
For the purposes of this thesis, archetype function to organize the
kinds of reality perceived within social environments. Environmental
archetypes serve as a categorizational tool possibly to anchor the
various role and environmental sets that individuals possess.
As we begin to discuss the various environmental archetypes
that exist within our society, we must realize that just as within biogeographical environments there can be an almost infinite number
depending on how closely one chooses to make the categories. Only a
few environmental archetypes will be discussed within this thesis
though no hierarchical order should be inferred. The environments
described are the physical, technological, cultural, professional,
organizational, and educational as well as the gendered environments.
In addition to the concept of a physical environment, there also
exists a technological (often referred to as a technical) archetype. The
technical environment is categorized around various criteria that
represent a reflection of the current technology in a given society. For
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example, the technological environment a current college student
interacts within might consist of the internet, word processing
programs, cell phones, cars, over-head projectors, video taped
lectures, music and informational compact disks. The technological
environment for a college student in a developing country might be
typewriters, telephones, chalkboards, and audiotapes.
A third type of environment one may interact within would be a
professional environment; the setting in which the norms and values
expressed focus on how well one adheres to the responsibilities and
characteristics of their occupational roles. Within this environment,
we can see how roles and environments are interrelated. A
professional environment only exists for so long as those interacting
within it are portraying the characteristics of their occupational roles.
A cultural environment holds similar characteristics to that of
the professional environment as well as the technological and
gendered environment. A cultural environment would represent the
social medium through which one's technological environment,
gender environment, physical environment, professional environment
as well as legal environment is defined. As one's culture is a collection
of the language, customs, norms and values, art, manner and style of
dress, social structures, and associated systems of belief, the roles
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within that environment are defined in terms of those cultural
components.
A legal environment is a social setting in which various
normative boundaries have manifested into social objects to be
interacted with. These normative boundaries often reflect the laws of a
given society but also the concept of Jaw itself. It could be argued that
the boundaries that surround a legal environment are among the best
defined and among the most poorly understood. Though there may
exist volumes of information about the Jaws of a society, this does not
mean that the individuals within that society are familiar with the
majority of those Jaws or even acknowledge those boundaries imposed
by those Jaws. Those who interact within the legal environment lawyers, accountants, and corporate officials - may possess a more
comprehensive understanding of boundaries than others may.
An organizational environment is that social setting in which
the roles commonly found within the bureaucratic systems might
interact. Roles such as the President and Treasurer are associated in
relation to other roles usually on the basis of how they function to the
achievement of the organization's goals. Organizational environments
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can exist anywhere from a church diocese to a multi-billion dollar
corporation.
An educational environment is a social setting in which those
roles that are concerned with the field of education interact. This
environment is comprised of various roles such as Teacher and

Student and can encompass everything from a school building to a
major university to a Parent Teachers Association meeting. Just as
other environments may not have specific, geographical limitations to
their interaction, the education environment can also extend beyond
the physical borders and encompass any setting in which specific
roles are interacted.
A gendered environment is a social setting where one's
individual gender roles interact. This particular environment is
perhaps the most difficult to define, but is perhaps the simplest to
observe. If you assume that within any human interaction one of the
elements established as the situation is defined is the gender roles of
the participants, any environment could be considered a gendered
environment. However, gendered environments can be viewed as

s For a more complete explanation of a bureaucratic system, consult Weber's classic
work as sited within Scott. (Scott (1992) Organizations: Rational Natural and Open
Systems, Third edition. Prentice Hall Publishers
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those setting where one's gender roles take precedence over others.6
One might suggest that the concepts of masculine space and feminine
space are mere manifestations of this gendered environment. Indeed,
one of the many places that the gendered environment may be
observed is within the professional environments of corporations, the
federal government and institutions of higher education. The
dominant masculine environment of these settings is currently being
challenged within society. This challenge for gender role dominance is
a common theme within the gendered environment.
ENVIRONMENTS AND THEIR FUNCTION IN SOCIAL INTERACTION

Social interaction, as defined by Charon, is "simply mutual
social action that involves symbolic communication and interpretation
of one another's acts" (Charon: 1995, pg. 163). He continues to
suggest that social interaction creates society by continually
recreating, redefining, perpetuating and maintaining the social bonds
that exist within the collective individuals of a society. Each time
individuals or groups within a society interact they are inter-linking

6 I would argue that within any environment that one interacts within, the roles
associated to that environment become more important than others did. This
situational importance of roles in particular environments can be referred to as role
salience.
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themselves with the larger society. Without such interaction, society
would collapse.
Social interaction not only perpetuates society, but also is how
social reality is perpetuated. Reality is socially constructed. It is
created by the collective interactions of the individuals of a society,
continually defining and redefining what is real to them. If you
assume that at one time society felt that earth was flat, that was their
reality. Individuals within that society continually defined the world
as flat and occasionally redefined 'how' flat it was. However, as with
the ever-changing nature of society, that definition of reality was
altered over time; the world was no longer flat and people began to
redefine how 'not-flat' it was as they interacted.
This relation, between society and reality, can be said to be
reflexive. "It (reflexivity) is used to characterize a variety of
relationships whose common theme is that the practices and
assumptions (or interpretive process) involved in the construction of
an experience are part of the experience they construct" (Lauer &
Handel: 1977, pg. 297). As Mehan and Wood write, "It (reflexivity) is a
recurrent fact of everyday social life" (Mehan & Wood: 1975, pg. 12).
They suggest that "all knowledge is sustained through reflexive
interactional work" (Mehan & Wood: 1975, pg. 17). This would
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suggest that knowledge - of particular importance here is the
knowledge of reality - is continually reinforced within society by
human interaction. Human interaction would perpetuate the
knowledge within society and the acquisition of knowledge would then
create interaction, they are reflexive. When we look at reflexivity in
terms of this thesis, we can see how environments are both a
component of reality and also a constructor of reality.
Environments are the social context in which reality is defined.
Through Symbolic Interactionism, we see that individuals define their
reality as they interact and the environments they interact within. The
reality of the situation they interact within will be based upon a
perception of various social stimuli. Such social stimuli could be
language, culture, manner of dress, the associated statuses of those
involved in the interaction, for example. If we also assume that the
location of where the interaction takes place as an additional stimuli
we can begin to see how environment would affect the definition of
reality; in this case the physical environment of the location.
Just as physical environments might affect how individuals
would define reality - and thereby society-so too would other
environments alter one's perception of reality. Take for example one's
technological environment altering how one would define what is real
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within socie1y. As stated earlier, the technological environment one
interacts within can vary significantly within a given socie1y. Given
the recent growth of Internet use, it would be safe to assume that five
and ten years ago the concept of 'cyber space' was not a part of many
individuals' reali1y within our socie1y. Though individuals may
interact within a technological environment, they may not have
interacted with individuals who had already defined the concept of
'cyber space' and internalized it as part of their reali1y. As the number
of individuals who were aware of and used the Internet increased, the
concept was gradually included within the socie1y's definition of what
is "real".
As shown earlier, individuals interact within several different
environments at any given time. Individuals might interact within a
technological or professional environment either separately or
simultaneously. What is made apparent is that one's physical
environment may or may not have a direct reflection upon one's
technological environment. One might interact regularly within an
office building physically, but technically they are interacting in
different 'levels' of a technological environment. One needs only look
at the visible dispari1y between the use of the growing Internet in our
socie1y and one's geographic location. Simply because one may live
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within a fairly populated urban area does not necessarily suggest that
one also interacts within an equally populated technological setting.
As individuals interact within several environments, playing
several roles, we must look at how one role becomes more important
than others. The act whereby one role is given more importance than
another is referred to as salience. Salience, as defined by DeFleur and
Westie (1958), is the readiness of an individual to alter their attitudes
to various social objects. Similarly, salience is the ability to alter one's
roles and identity in response to various social elements.
Within a complex society, where there are a number of groups
one may belong to, environments to interact within and roles to play,
individuals are continually rotating which roles are needed for
particular interaction, which environments take precedence over
others and to what collective one belongs. To examine this particular
phenomenon, let us look at the role of a Parent and the role of a
Teacher also interacts within the Home and the Professional
environments. When interacting within the professional
environments, the Teacher role would be more important within the
home environment the parent role would be more important. Within a
particular environment, the roles that are interacted within them have
various role prescriptions. A teacher is expected to teach within a
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professional environment. A parent is expected to care for their
children within the home environment.
Lastly, we must mention the similarity between social
environments and Irving Goffman's work on frame analysis. A frame,
according to Goffman, is the "principles of organization which govern
events - at least social ones - and our subjective involvement in them"
(Goffman: 1974, pg. 10). This is very similar to the notion of
environment in that environments organize or categorize social
behavior as per the roles within them. Frame analysis, Goffman
continues, is simply the study of the organization of individual
experience. If one were to view social events as social action and
individual's participation within that action as human interaction, it
would be possible to then place Goffman's notion of frame within the
Symbolic lnteractionist paradigm if only partially.
SUMMARY

All environments of concern here are social environments.
Though there exists a plethora of varied definitions used in some
attempt to explain what is meant by this concept, few disciplines have
been able to adequately cover all the nuances of what an environment
is socially. As individuals continue to define and redefine what is
considered real within their society, their perceptions of reality are
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affected by the environment in which they interact. Just as the
location of where one interacts alters how reality is defined within that
social interactive event, so too does the level of technology one might
be accustomed to, the cultural identity one possesses, the
professional responsibilities one adheres to, as well as the legal
boundaries one interacts within.
As environments are defined within a specific space in society,
they have borders that mark the limitations of socially acceptable
interaction. These borders or boundaries are social definitions as well.
Society, through the course of social interaction, defines what
behavior is appropriate within the confines of those boundaries. As
one wishes to cross these socially created bounds and interact in
other environments some rite of passage is necessary. Rites of
passage are a symbolic social procedure, which is to say that they
have a socially defined meaning to their process.
Within this next section, the concept of boundaries will be
further explained, as will that of rites of passage. By examining these
two social elements, it will be possible to further understand how the
socially defined limitations and the processes to exceed those
limitations both combine to affect one's identity.
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CHAPTER THREE

Within our society, as with other societies, there exist various
social, religious, and moral boundaries that define what individuals
are permitted to do within a given context. Acceptable behavior,
whether social, religious or moral, is usually a reflection of what social
environment the behavior occurs within. As discussed earlier, social
environments are similar to social roles in that they have behavioral
boundaries that define what behavior is expected and which is
prohibited. As an individual plays the father role within the home
environment, he is expected to behave in a particular fashion and not
to cross certain boundaries that have been established within the role
of father and within the home environment. It is not simply the roles
that one plays that affect our behavior, but also the environments in
which the roles are played. For example, should one play the roll of
the parent in a public place, their behavior may be defined as
inappropriate by society. Parents who discipline their children in
public or mothers who might breast-feed in public are defined as
deviant as they are playing their roles within the wrong environment.
Within this section, boundaries and rites of passage will be
explored as a component of one's identity. It is only after one has
looked at the relationship between the boundaries one is exposed to
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and the rites of passage that one must face to pass through those
boundaries, that we might we observe the formation and reformation
of the self more clearly.
BOUNDARIES

Boundaries exist everywhere within society. A given society can
be divided along the lines of technology, language, religion, geography,
and ethnicity. A society is populated with boundaries. As societies
separate themselves from one another, boundaries are created
through language, custom, religion, as well as by differential
definitions of deviance. Indeed, the principal boundaries within
society are the normative boundaries. Normative boundaries mark the
limit of what is considered acceptable and normal behavior within a
given society. These social boundaries are perpetuated through
constant social interaction whereby a shared, social reality is
developed. This shared social reality, as discussed in Chapter Two,
functions as a cohesive element within the society, allowing
individuals to interact within a similar social environment.
In a given society there can be various behavioral and
normative boundaries that serve to mark the extent of what is
considered acceptable within society. Boundaries are also able to
establish a separation between social environments that exist within
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society by denoting what social behavior is acceptable within a given
setting. A boundary is created and recreated through social
interaction.
Boundaries serve as a social or societal classification
mechanism. The most recognizable boundaries within society are
those that draw a line between the normal and the deviant. Even this
simple categorization establishes boundaries that surround society.
As society continues to evolve as its own social organism, the
mechanisms of categorization will socially place or demark various
elements within the parameters of normal and deviant. However, what
is considered to be normal and what is considered to be deviant is
continuously socially constructed and. 7
As discussed within Chapter Two, social definitions are created,
perpetuated and recreated through the ongoing process of social
interaction. Just as the definition of what is normal will change over
time, so too will that of deviance. The boundaries of society are
similarly an ever-changing social element to be created and recreated
though interaction. Erikson would suggest that, " ... the only material

7 One need only examine the brief history of our society to see how normal and
deviant definitions have changed over time. For example, a single parent family
would have been considered deviant from normal society thirty years ago but are
becoming quite common place in today's society.
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found in a society for marking boundaries is the behavior of its
members- or rather, the networks of interaction which link these
members together in regular social relations" (Erikson: 1966, pg. 10).
Correspondingly, the social interaction of a given society can
perpetuate the definition of a social object (like a social boundary) by
interacting only within a confined social space. Erikson, in his study
of social boundaries, suggests that, "A human community can be
said to maintain boundaries, then, in the sense that its members tend
to confine themselves to a particular radius of activity and to regard
any conduct which drifts outside that radius as somehow
inappropriate or immoral." (Erikson: 1966, pg. 10) This would suggest
that as societies interact and redefines the boundaries they observe as
social objects, it may also limit their capacity to redefine such
boundaries in order to maintain their own societal borders. The
boundary between societies is often the boundary that is left
unchanged within social interaction, for it is that border that defines
one society from another. Similarly, just as societies will define
boundaries differently so too do they define the permissible process by
which they should be traversed. This process is commonly referred to
as a rite of passage.
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RITES OF PASSAGE

To begin the investigation of rites of passage, one must first ask

what is a ritual? The work of Durkheim on rituals is instructional
here. Within his discussion, he explains the process by which social
objects can be described as sacred and profane. It is the world of the
sacred in which rites of passage exist for it is a symbolic social
transition from role to role, status to status, or environment to
environment. Most commonly, rites of passage are manifested through
society's religious activities whereby the spiritual journey from role to
role takes place. 8
Religions, Durkheim argued, display a common feature: "they
presuppose a classification of the real or ideal things that individuals
conceive of into two classes that are widely designated by two distinct
terms which the words profane and sacred translated fairly well"
(Durkheim: 1995, pg. 34). By this simplistic division within society,
religion, then, creates a boundary.
When one interacted with things9 that have been socially
defined as being sacred, one would then be interacting within a

s By spiritual journey I am referring to the religious rituals which often surround the
transition from child to adult often in the form of puberty rites.
9 By 'things' I include physical objects, geographical locations, names, phrases,
geometrical designs, etc.
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'sacred' environment. "Sacred things are things protected and isolated
by prohibitions; profane things are those things to which the
prohibitions are applied and that must keep at a distance from what
is sacred" (Durkheim, 1995: pg. 38). To clarify, one might define
Durkheim's sense of the profane as that which is mundane or
common and the sacred as that which has been defined as
uncommon or above the individual level of society and extending to
the shared, communal level. In fact, one might associate Durkheim's
use of the sacred with society as it is above the individual level and is
a shared, communal element.
As one crosses the boundary from the profane environment to
that of the sacred environment, usually in the form of some ritual or
ceremony, the individual undergoes a rite of passage to mark the
crossing of that boundary. Additionally, just as religion has defined
the boundaries of the sacred and profane environments, so too does
society define the boundaries of other environments; i.e. between the
environments of child and adult, male and female. More attention will
be focused on this below.
As we understand the function and concept of a ritual, we are
then able to proceed to our investigation into rites of passage. Arnold
Van Gennep, in his classic work The Rites of Passage initiated much
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of the research into rites of passage. Van Gennep described rites of
passage as representing three distinct types. "Rites of passage ... may
be subdivided into rites of separation, transition rites, and rites of

incorporation" (Gennep: 1960, pg. 11). Rites of separation are those
ceremonies that involve distancing the individual from a particular
element of society. Often, this type of rite is associated with funerals.

Rites of incorporation are those ceremonies that involve a
unionizing of individuals and are often associated with marriages.

Rites of transition, however, are those ceremonies that focus on the
process by which an individual traverses boundaries. Van Gennep
suggested,
The pattern of the rites of passage thus recurs not only at
the foundation of the sets of ceremonies which
accompany, facilitate, or affect the transition from one
state of life to another, or from one social position to
another, but also at the base of several autonomous
systems which are employed for the benefit of whole
societies, restricted groups, or individuals (Gennep: 1960,
pg. 186).
It is this type of rite of passage that is at issue within my thesis. Rites
of passage (transition) are often involved in the adoption of new social
roles and are apart of crossing boundaries into and out of the social
environments in which they are interacted.
Van Gennep suggested that rites of transition are the most
common ceremony that an individual undergoes within his life.
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Transitions from group to group and from one social
situation to the next are looked on as implicit in the very
fact of existence, so that a man's life comes to be made up
of a succession of stages with similar ends and
beginnings: birth, social puberty, marriage, fatherhood,
advancement to a higher class, occupational
specialization, and death (Gennep: 1960, pg. 17).
He continues this thought by arguing that with each transition
there is an accompanying ceremony to make such a transition
possible.
For every one of these events there are ceremonies whose
essential purpose is to enable the individual to pass from
one defined position is to enable the individual to pass
from one defined position to another which is equally well
defined (Gennep: 1960, pg. 3).
To further understand the importance of ceremony within society, we
must turn to the work of Van Gennep and to such theorists as Emile
Durkheim.
Previous to Van Gennep, much of the work within this area of
study can be traced back to Emile Durkheim and his examination of
rituals. By understanding the ritualized aspects of a rite of passage we
might begin to understand how it functions within society. Once we
have understood how rites of passage function as a component of
society, we might then be able to conceptualize how a changing
society might appear if we take these rituals into account.
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Thomas Leeman, another author who has written about rites of
passage, suggests that they are processes by which societal order is
maintained. Leeman defines a rite of passage as:
the mechanisms of a society that provide the means for persons
to lay claim to the society or a part of it and at the same time to
be brought under society's control. Rites of passage are, then,
revitalization mechanisms that re-confirm the organizational
scheme of a society and, hence, provide for its continuity
(Leeman: 1972: pg. 202).
Leeman's concept of a rite of passage lends strength to the argument
that passages reconfirm the organizational structure of society. The
placement of societal boundaries would be a reflection of that
organizational structure. Individuals who acknowledge the placement
of boundaries and the rites of passage involved in crossing those
boundaries are then acting within the social reality of that society.
Another author who works with rites of passage is Victor
Turner. Turner defines a rite of passage as "rites which accompany
every change of place, state, social position and age" (Turner pg. 94).
This would encompass any and all social transitions. However, we
must point out that Turner does not suggest that every social
transition is a rite. There must be some symbolic element to the
transition for it to act as a rite of passage. Similarly, Mary Jo Deegan,
and her research into rites of passage suggests that "These special,
ritual occasions (rites of passage) are characterized by a sacred
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quality and are structured by the major themes and values of a
culture" (Deegan: 1989, pg. 79). Durkheim would argue also that
there is a sacred or collective element to a rite of passage. "A rite can
have sacredness; indeed there is no rite that does not have it to some
degree." (Durkheim: 1995, pg. 35) Therefore, we might conclude that a
rite of passage is not simply a social transition of roles but more of a
symbolic process by which one crosses the boundaries between roles.
Rites of passage allow individuals to cross socially constructed
barriers, or boundaries, without destroying or diminishing the
importance or position of those boundaries within society. A rite of
passage is a socially sanctioned method by which a given boundary
can be crossed. Within a particular society, there are various
interpretations and applications of a rite of passage though the
symbolic or sacred meanings behind the rite are usually similar. 10 The
rite serves to allow passage from one environment, role, or status to
another though a given social boundary.
Boundaries are re-emphasized by the ritualized
acknowledgement that occurs within a rite of passage. Rites of

10
Within most societies there exist some form of marriage ritual that marks the
passage of individuals from one social status to another social status. Though the
components of the ritual will vary from culture to culture, the implied meaning of
the rite is similar. Marriage rites exist not only to elevate the status of the
individuals getting married but also to elevate their collective status as well.
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passage serve to emphasize the existence of social barriers created by
society. However, it must be pointed out that not all social boundaries
have established processes by which one might cross them. Indeed,
many normative boundaries exist as the final social boundary an
individual may not cross. To do so would set that individual outside
that society. Additionally, if one were to assume that the process by
which one leaves one society and enters another is a rite of passage in
and of itself, it would usually reflect a ritual within the society the
individual would be entering.1 1
SUMMARY

Rites of passage are a symbolic transition from one social state
to another. This state can be status, role, or even environment. Rites
of passage exit within almost any society. Over time, previous rites of
passage may have been redefined as non-symbolic where the social
transition between states looses its 'sacredness'. Society may also
create new rites of passage to define the process by which an
individual might cross the boundaries between states.

11 I would draw your attention to the various su b-cultur~s within our society that
exists outside the normative boundaries in which we live. As one's behavior
categorizes them as outside one society the process by which one becomes an
accepted member of the new society (or subculture) would most probably have
symbolic and possibly sacred meaning, e.g. citizenship ceremonies.
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Boundaries are the social objects that categorize our society.
Boundaries can be manifested within language, norms, religion, and
technology. Boundaries serve to separate one social state from
another. Boundaries can be created and destroyed as a manifestation
of the society that they exist within. Boundaries may serve as limits
by which individuals might define their adherence to societal and
environmental expectations. As the environments individuals interact
within change, so too do the boundaries change that separate them.
Boundaries function within environments to identify the extent of that
environment's interaction with other environments in society.
As the last of the major themes within this treatise have been
discussed and a more complete picture created of what is being
proposed, one is able to proceed into the very heart of the matter.
Within these last two sections, the previously described issues will be
integrated to create a more complete lens for the Symbolic
Interactionist perspective. Additionally, as we begin to further tie in
the social environment into the paradigm, we are able to see how
valuable this addition is and how necessary it is that we focus our
attention towards its' adoption into other theoretical areas of
sociology.
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CHAPTER FOUR

To begin this final chapter, let us first summarize the issues
discussed within the previous three. It is necessary to understand the
basic elements within this thesis before we can continue into more
complex issues that are discussed below. We begin by recapping the
key concepts:
An environment is a socially defined space that is set apart
from other social space by surrounding social boundaries. These
social spaces have been defined by society with characteristic
behaviors, norms, roles and statuses that are acceptable within them.
Put simply, an environment is defined in reference to other
environments by the behaviors and characteristics that are acceptable
and expected within them.
Environments, just as roles, exist in sets or groups that are
related to one another. An environmental set is a collection of social
spaces that are inter-related. A single environment is associated with
a cluster of different environments depending on the definition and
reciprocal positions. A home environment is associated with a
professional environment a technological environment and so on. An

61

environment cannot exist in a social vacuum just as roles cannot
also.

Rites of passage are divided into three distinct types: rites of
separation, rites of induction, and rites of transition. At issue within
this thesis are the rites of transition. These rituals are those that
focus on the process by which individuals cross bQundaries. Rites of
passage (transition) are often associated with the adoption of new
roles and statuses. Boundaries are social limitations that curtail
behavior, they are social definitions, restricting one's ability to interact
with others as well as circumscribing the characteristics within a
social role or environment. Boundaries separate one set of
characteristics, obligations from another.
A component of one's identity is how others define an
individual and may or may not reflect the individuals' own definition.
Social Identity is one's perceived position within society. Identity is the
collection of roles and environments that one occupies or to put it
more simply, how one is defined and placed by others within society.

Symbolic Interactionism is a perspective within sociology that
can be characterized by four concepts. First, symbolic interactionism
focuses on the nature of social interaction. Second, human action is
caused by group interaction as well as interaction within one's self.
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Third, it is concerned with the present and not the past and lastly it
describes humans as more unpredictable and active in their social
world than other perspectives do (Charon: 1995, pg. 24). It is the
study of human beings interacting symbolically with one another and
with themselves, and in the process of that symbolic interaction
making decisions and directing their streams of action (Charon: 1995,
pg. 148).
DISCUSSION

To fully appreciate the ramifications of this thesis we must
address several key issues. One of the most important of these issues
is the connection between environments and identity. Within the
previous Symbolic Interactional discourse little if any attention has
been given to this relationship. To fully understand the formation of
identity we must begin to examine the place of environment within the
study of Symbolic Interactionism. Other issues addressed within this
thesis are that of the relation between the complexity of society and
the acquisition of status. Again attention is drawn to the importance
of environment within the acquisition of status and how this relation
has been previous ignored.
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THEORETICAL VALUE

The Symbolic Interactionist perspective has concerned itself
mainly with concepts like roles, role sets, role transitions, and social
objects. As roles are investigated and their relation to society
examined, the existence and importance of environments has been
forgotten. To further develop the symbolic interactionist perspective
and to more accurately understand the relationship between society
and the individual more attention must be given to this topic.
Within a non-Symbolic Interactionist perspective, the
relationship between environment and status heeds to be further
developed if we are to understand how status is acquired within a
more complex society. As we examine this process we must also
attribute greater importance to the position that the environment
holds in the acquisition of status. It is only by understanding how
environments are a component within this complex process that we
are able to more accurately observe this social process. Again, it must
be made clear that this thesis is not directly concerned with the issue
of status but more with the social roles one occupies within a given
society. As one receives the status of the roles they occupy, we are
able to partially substitute them when discussing social complexity
and their position within social environments.
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Lastly, we must also begin to examine how the environments
lend themselves to the formation of identity. Within the Symbolic
Interactionist perspective substantial attention has been placed upon
the formation of identity. However, as mentioned earlier, the
importance of social environment has been considerably overlooked in
the Symbolic Interactionist paradigm. By focusing our attention on
the relationship between identity and environment it should be
possible to create a more accurate picture of this process and remove
some of the ambiguity inherent in the current study of environments.
AMBIGUITY

As stated earlier, there are several key terms at issue within
this thesis. Unfortunately, many of the terms are inadequately
defined. The previous summary is an attempt to explain the issues.
The vagueness of these definitions is the first issue to be discussed.
Within the study of Symbolic Interactionism, environments are
improperly addressed. Though environments bear similarities to roles,
they have been all but ignored within the literature. One of the only
areas of study that deals with environments is that which focuses
upon organizational analysis.
In recent years the corporate world has placed more attention
on investigating the effect that environments might have upon the

65

work force. Though authors such as Scott (1992) have provided
valuable insight into organizational environments, the lack of a
proper, sociological definition is quite apparent. Morgan and his work
with organizational metaphors (1997) also provide an interesting
perspective for environments. He suggests that organizations are
organisms that exist within their own environments and must adapt
to the changing needs of that environment. This Darwinist approach
was commonly found within the corporate setting where companies
were continually attempting to evolve with the changing business
environment. The use of 'environment' becomes intermingled with
social setting and social space without any attention to its usage.
Many authors have used environment as a catchall term to
represent any particular setting, whether social or otherwise.
Suddenly, the literature was flooded with articles about the business
environment, the health care environment, the college environment
and the gendered environment. Very little, if any, attention was given
to the 'environmental' aspect of the college, gendered, or business
setting and the issue of a definition was forgotten.
Early work with environments can be traced back to many
different disciplines. One of these disciplines, geography, suggests
that the physical environment can shape society. This notion of
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environmental determinism suggests that physical characteristics,
such as geographical location, isolation, climate as well as ecological
make up, will affect how society develops. Within the non-sociological
disciplines, this notion of environmental determinism is the closest
example of a societal-environmental relationship. However, as we can
see, this term is far from what is needed in the course of our research.
Given the ambiguities associated with environment it is
expected that this concept has been ignored within the formation of
identity and the social complexities within society. To fully
understand how one's identity is formed, we must look at the
environments in which one interacts as well as the roles that one
occupies. Particular attention needs to be paid to the relation between
roles and environments.
ENVIRONMENTS AND ROLES

As stated previously, environments are social spaces with
specifically associated characteristics, boundaries, norms and values.
Roles, similarly, are sets of rules that govern behavior, a script to tell
the individual what to do within a given situation. As you can see,
these two concepts share similar elements. If a role is a guideline that
instructs individuals on what is expected within a particular
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situation, an environment defines what is expected of the roles within
their setting.
Similar to roles, environments are continually in a process of renegotiation. That is, the social definition of an environment is
continually being redefined by social interaction. Quite obviously, the
corporate environment of 1950's America is decidedly different from
the current corporate environment. At that time, business was
focused on the immediate area in which the company was based.
Currently, with the addition of the Internet, the corporate
environment is moving towards a global focus.
Additionally, just as individuals occupy roles that are enacted
within environments, so too environments exist within a larger social
structure: society. As society becomes more complex, the number of
roles that one can posses also increases. 12 Similarly, as the number of
one's roles increases so too does the number of one's environments.
Simply, as society becomes more complex, the number of roles and
environments that one interacts within will increase. Within our ever
more complicated society of virtual boardrooms and mobile
workstations, members of society have had to redefine what was
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expected of the roles within a given setting. Additionally, individuals
have also begun to interact within more and more environments
simultaneously.
In a more complex society, the roles that one occupies as well
as the environments in which one interacts within become
increasingly inter connected. Just as the roles of mother and

homemaker are associated, it is becoming more common for mother,
homemaker, and professional to be associated because of the
increased need for multiple incomes for families within society.
Additionally, should a mother work at home in a professional
capacity, the two environments would blend together. 13
Sociologically, we refer to this interconnectedness as a role set, where
one defines a role in terms or association with another role.1 4 Just as
roles have their own sets, so too do environments.
An environmental set is, then, a collection of environments
that are related in some way and are defined in terms of one another.

12 For example, one might be a parent, a spouse, a professional, a sibling, a
technician, a cook, a medic, an accountant, a spiritual leader, and coach all at the
same time.
13 With computers increasing in versatility, it is possible for several businessmen to
operate their company out of the privacy of their own home. In many instances, the
home office, is becoming a standard component of the house.
14 A mother is a cook, wife, homemaker, housekeeper, accountant, doctor, tutor,
fashion consultant, etc. Each is a specific role, yet we define one in terms of the
others.
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The professional environment 15 , for example, is usually associated
with the technical environment, the legal environment, and perhaps
even a gendered or a political environment. As one enters the work
force, they are subject to the technical demands of their position, the
legal constraints that dictate what activities the company is legally
permitted to engage in, and the normative expectations of the office in
which they work.
To further understand the relationship between environments
and roles we must also examine the relationship that exists between
these two elements and society. Once we have examined how society,
roles and environments interconnect we must look at how the subject
of reality affects these three elements of society. Within the next
section, these relationships as well as other social components will be
explained.
THEORETICAL PARADIGM

As we ask ourselves how environments and rites of passage
affect identity and boundaries, we must also ask how social roles,
reality, and society contribute as well. If one assumes that identity is
at the core of the issue, then role, society and reality would directly

1s I refer to a professional environment and not a corporate environment as one may
interact within the professional environment without being a member of a
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influence its manifestation. Assuming that role, reality and society
influence society, then environments, boundaries and rites of
passage, in turn, influence role, reality and society as well as identity.
To explain how the various elements of this thesis interact, a
diagram has been constructed that illustrates the nature of their
relationship. As can be seen in Figure 1, (See Appendix),

Environment, Boundaries and Rites of Passage are the outer
defining elements within the formation of one's identity. Environments
are enclosed, created and maintained by boundaries. As stated
previously, boundaries limit behavior. Boundaries also establish a
symbolic separation by increasing the distance between social
elements. By this symbolic separation, an environment is created and
set apart from the rest of society as acceptable behavior. Expected
characteristics are defined within the environmental space. In this,
boundaries create environments and enclose them from other spaces
where other behavior is defined as acceptable and expected.
Environments, through the course of social interaction, will
redefine the boundaries that enclose them. Just as the
characteristics, responsibilities and behaviors of social roles are
continually being redefined by the individuals who play them, so too

corporation.
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do are the goals and needs of an environment redefined and thereby
their boundaries.
Boundaries also maintain environments. For as long as there is
an identifiable social distance between one environment and another,
that environment exists as a separate social space. However, as the
boundaries that enclose that space are redefined, removed or
destroyed the environment may become absorbed by another
environment. The characteristics, behaviors, norms and values that
made up the environment are dissipated. Indeed, as the behaviors
that are expected within an environment are eroded, it is more and
more difficult to observe the boundaries that delineate the separation
of one social space from another.
Rites of passage, additionally, maintain boundaries. Rites of
passage symbolically identify the social barrier that exists between a
given environment by its very existence. Rites of passage and
boundaries are intrinsically related in that should one not exist, the
other may not be necessary. As stated earlier, rites of passage are the
socially acceptable method by which a boundary may be traversed.
The symbolic process involved in crossing that boundary acknowledge
the boundary as limitation or barricade to be overcome within the
course of the ceremony. As individuals undergo a rite of passage, they
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are symbolically reaffirming that boundary's existence, thus
maintaining it.
Just as boundaries enclose environments and rites of passage
are the socially acceptable method by which individuals might cross
those boundaries; they are also the processes by which one gains
entry to an environment. Within many societies that have a separate
adult environment from that of children, the process by which an
individual crosses the boundary between the two environments allows
that individual access to the adult environment.16
As we look at the relation between roles, reality and society, we
see that they are similarly interrelated as environment, boundaries
and rites of passage are. Roles assist individuals in defining their
concept of reality. Just as roles provide guidelines for what behavior is
acceptable and expected within a given situation, so too they provide
guidelines as to what definitions might be placed upon social reality.
A shared reality is what holds society together. If you assume
that a role is an aspect of society and thereby an object to be defined
within the shared reality, the adherence to that definition is the tie
that binds society together. As members of a society, individuals

16 As one has access to a given environment, they are able to interact within it on a
socially permissible level.
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might all define the role of the teacher similarly. Though there will be
minor variations in the definition from parts of the society, common
elements are what remain and it is these common elements that
individuals adhere to in defining what a teacher is.
A shared reality is also a collective acknowledgement of various
normative boundaries. As individuals we are able to define for
ourselves which boundaries are traversable and which are not. But as
a society, one of the key definitions that separates one group from
another is the boundary they collectively define as either passable or
impassable.
Society is comprised of a collection of environments. These
environments are subsequently composed of a number of roles that
exist and interact within them. Each society will define the
appropriate characteristics found within roles differently.
Subsequently, societies will also define how roles should interact
within an environment differently. Though societies may share similar
environmental and role definitions, they are ultimately products of the
particular society that defined them. Roles are component elements
by which society is continually redefined. As one redefines the role
that they occupy, they subsequently redefine the environment in
which the role is played. Additionally, as the environment that the role
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is played within is changed so too is the society in which the
environment exists. The relation between role, environment and
society is such that it is impossible to redefine one and not redefine
the others. Roles, environments and society are continually being
redefined individually and redefining one another collectively.
With this understood, we can begin to see how identity is
formed within this triadic paradigm (Figure 2, Appendix). Identity is at
the heart of all these social elements that have just been discussed.
One's identity is reflected within the roles that they play. When asked
the question, "who are you?", many individuals will respond with a
list of their roles (I am a teacher, a father, a brother, etc). Additionally,
one's identity is partially based upon one's perception of reality. As
discussed earlier, the reality that we share influences how we define
various social elements. Though two individuals may share the same
roles, their perception of those roles' reality is often completely
different. One's identity is also partially composed by their society.
Society is a collection of identities. Just as roles sets are defined in
terms of other role sets, environmental sets are defined in terms of
other environmental sets and societies are defined in terms of other
societies, so too are identities always defined in terms of other
identities. One's identity is one's placement within society or more

75

loosely, 'how one does fit within society'. By this definition we can see
how individuals are ranked and placed according to the roles they
occupy and their adherence to the shared reality of society.
SOCIETY AND ENVIRONMENTS

As we look at the relation between society and environments, we
see that the nature of the relation lies in the society's complexity.
Society, is not a single social element, but rather a collection of social
elements. Society is then fragmented with each of its component
pieces an environment.
If we assume that the number of the roles and environments
that one interacts within is a measure of the social complexity within
a given society, then less complex societies would have fewer
environmental sets than more complex societies. Within less complex
societies there is considerable emphasis placed upon the boundaries
that separate the environments and the rites of passage, Van Gennep
would refer to as rites of transition, that are used to traverse them.
Within more complex societies, the emphasis is removed from the
boundaries that separate environments and the rites of passage used
to traverse them and placed on the environments themselves.
Given this we might also conclude that as the number of
environments increase, the social importance placed upon boundaries
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decreases. As the significance of boundaries decreases, so too does
the significance of the rites of passage that traverse them
Additionally, one of the main differences between a less complex
and a more complex society is how one's status is determined. In a
less complex society one's status is a reflection of the ability to
interact within specific environments. Within a more complex society
the environments one interacts within determine one's status. As the
boundaries that separate environments are diminished or devalued,
the status one receives for being able to play the roles in the
environments also diminishes. Given the nature of this relation, one's
status within a more complex society could be measured not only by
the number of environment sets one interacts within but perhaps also
in the number of roles played within those environments. However, as
this operational model is concerned with the relationship between
roles and environments when examining the formation of identity, we
will leave that discussion for another time.
Lastly, as the complexity of society increases and thereby the
number of social environments and roles within that society, so too
does the process by which identity is formed. As stated previously,
one's identity is manifested in the roles, environments and society
that one interacts within. Should the complexity of the manifested
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elements increase, so too would one's identity. Additionally, should
one's identity become more complex, so too would its social
reproduction.
CONCLUSION

In conclusion, more attention needs to be placed upon social
environments within the Symbolic Interactionist discourse. When
attempting to observe the formation of identity we cannot afford to
ignore the influence environments have upon the roles that are played
within society and thereby the manifestation of one's identity. To allow
this oversight to continue within the Symbolic Interactionist
perspective would prevent a more accurate understanding of how
individuals interact within society, how roles affect the definition of
boundaries as well as how social complexity is related to the complex
formation of identity.
In an increasingly complex society where social environments
are also becoming more and more complex, and the roles that define
them are being continually redefined, the importance of developing a
more accurate model for understanding the complex relationships
between identity, role, environment and society is overwhelming. As
technology is becoming a more integral aspect of society, especially in
terms of the use of the Internet, it is necessary to consider anew how
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environments affect society. As more and more roles are being defined
for new and complex environments, it is important to understand how
the individual identity is a component of this social change. It is only
by understanding the nature of this relationship that a more accurate
model of society and social interaction can be created.

If one accepts social environments as part of society, then they
might also observe how in recent years the tendency for those
environments are merging and the boundaries between them have
become blurred. As mentioned previously, the professional and home
environments are blending within society. Many businesses are being
established within a room in the home, thus blurring the boundaries
between home and work. Many professionals are also creating home
offices where work might be completed away from the physical
boundaries of the professional environment. The creation and
extensive use of the Internet has also blurred the customary position
of social boundaries. Within the Cyber environment, the professional,
the home, the gendered, the technological and the legal environments
mix into an amorphous blend of realities and boundaries that are
_redefined almost minute by minute. Though this blurring of
environmental boundaries has been defined by several other
disciplines the presence of these environments is at issue within this
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thesis. Environments are an integral component of society. The
Symbolic Interactionist perspective, as it attempts to understand
human behavior, must then include social environments within its
p_aradigm.
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APPENDIX

Figure 1

(Concentric Circle Model)

Figure 2

(Triadic Paradigm)
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